The development of Japan's dramatic literature owed much to the works of William Shakespeare during the Meiji period, principally through the mediation of Japan's first Shakespeare translator, Tsubouchi Shoyo. In this way Britain has contributed greatly to modern Japanese theatre and this contribution is often discussed in writing on drama in Japan. This present volume includes a study, by Mark Williams and David Rycroft, of the problems of conveying essential Shakespeare to an audience conditioned to accept kabuki as the norm. Much less attention has so far been paid to the question of whether the way in which plays were presented in Japan in the late nineteenth century owed anything to contact with western, here specifically British, theatre cultures. Seen from today's perspective, when Japanese theatre companies are often to be seen in British theatres and Japanese acting methods are widely discussed, one might assume also that some mutual influence might have taken place. The method adopted here in trying to assess how much each theatrical culture contributed to the other will be to consider the recorded impressions of those who visited the other country; and to look for hints in their subsequent theatre work that the impression had been internalized and made part of their view of practical theatre. 'Contact' is therefore the key word in this approach.
British visitors to or residents in Japan around the beginning of the Meiji period and visitors from Japan to Britain at about the same time occasionally recorded their impressions of the local theatre that they saw. The earliest account of a British visitor is that of Sir Rutherford Alcock, who was not able to watch theatre in Edo 'because no person of rank can be seen in such places, and it would have been a breach of all rules of society for a Minister to visit a theatre'. However, Alcock did manage to watch some kabuki-like popular theatre in Osaka thanks to the Dutch commissioner having insisted on seeing theatre each year on his way to and from Edo.
1 It was 'kabuki-like' in my phrase because reference to a drop curtain meant that the scale was smaller than in the big, more institutionalized kabuki theatres of the time, which used draw curtains, but even so Alcock was surprised that 'the mise-en scène was very much less crude' than he had expected and impressed by the revolving stage and frequent changes of scene.
2 He was, however, not impressed at all at the action on the stage and expressed some wonder at the attitude of the audience.
We arrived between ten and eleven, and stayed about an hour and a half, during which time a piece something like the 'Miller and his Men' or the 'Forty thieves,' with a little coarse love-making and a great deal of murder and fighting were got through, apparently to the entire satisfaction of a numerous, if not a very nicely discriminating audience.
3 [And] . . . when the piece proceeded, and a scene of indescribable grossness was going on, it was marvellous to see with what entire unconcern man and woman, young and old, looked on, either with amusement or indifference, but perfectly unembarrassed, with no sense of indecency or indecorum. 4 In general the theatre that Britons saw in Japan in the first two decades of the Meiji period struck them as being very different in form from what they were used to in the West. The theatres are open all day and a 'regular Japanese play-goer will sit it out the whole time, having his meals brought to him'.
5 One does not know what type of theatres such visitors would have frequented in England, but the generally boisterous atmosphere of the early Meiji theatres is often commented on. Some of these comments, rather unflattering at times, indicate that the image of theatre that such visitors had brought with them was a somewhat sedate one. There was no doubt, however, that theatre was a favourite pastime in Edo and Osaka and one only had to watch the faces of the spectators to observe how enthusiastic they were about their theatre.
6 Writing about Yokohama theatre in the 1880s, Sir Ernest Satow has the impression that in Japan theatre has always been a place of amusement and distraction, where people of all ages and sizes go to enjoy themselves without caring one atom whether the incidents are probable or proper, so long as there is enough of the tragic to call forth the tears which every natural man sheds with satisfaction on proper occasions, and of the comic by-turns to give the facial muscles a stretch in the other direction.
7
There is an air of wonderment about these early accounts of theatre actually seen in Japan. Taking one's shoes off at the entrance, allowing children to gambol about the stage during intervals, expressing one's appreciation by calling out the actor's name rather than by applauding, unconcernedly sleeping through whole scenes -all these aspects of Meiji theatre are observed with slightly amused detachment and with no hint that what these
